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“The Man in the Shyppe that Showeth
the unstableness of the World”:
Social Memory and the Early Modern
English Sailor, 1475-1650
Vincent V. Patarino Jr., Ph.D.
Colorado Mesa University
Both medieval and early modern English writers described the tumultuous, rag-

ing sea as the epitome of chaos and evil. By the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, both manuscript and print documents connected seething storms with the
power and influence of evil, especially the devil. As the Reformation advanced,
this link included Satan’s supposed minions, witches. In addition to these texts,
woodcut illustrations confirmed in very stark terms, a direct association between
the devil, the sea, and sailors’ supposedly anti-religious behavior and beliefs.
One powerful image revealed “the man in the shyppe” tormented by the devil;
others depicted the devil steering a vessel to its doom. This causal link created
resilient stereotypes about what was perceived as sailors’ lack of Christian, especially Anglican, values and beliefs. In I challenged the notion of English seafarers as “the other”. Here, he identifies part of the process that labeled seamen as
“the other” as one of social memory. This artifact of social memory, that the devil
and the malevolent sea were intimately connected, cast an fiction so robust – that
sailors were naturally irreligious and superstitious, dismissive of formal religion
– that it endured throughout the period.1

For every sailor, the sea was a power to be revered, respected, and
feared. Poet, prose writer, and dramatist Thomas Lodge, newly converted to Catholicism, remarked on this when he wrote in 1596:
What shall I thinke of this world, but that it is a rocke whereon all mortall
men make shipwrack, a desert, wherein men are soon lost, a sea, wherein
we are quickly sunk, full of perils, full of snares.2
1 This paper is based on a presentation given at a session on seamen and soldiers during
the 48th annual Rocky Mountain Medieval and Renaissance Association meeting held June
17-18, 2016 in Albuquerque, NM. My thanks to session chair Jennifer McNabb for her
insightful commentary and for all of those who commented on the paper, especially Adam
Zucker, who pointed me to research on publisher’s devices. Any mistakes to be found here,
however, are entirely my own. Here, early modern period in England refers mainly to the
Tudor and early Stuart eras.
2 Lodge, The Divel Conjured, B III. Lodge famously made two overseas voyages, one in
the late 1580s to Terceira and the Canaries, a second in 1591 with Sir Thomas Cavendish
to Brazil and the Straits of Magellan. It was during his first voyage that he composed Rosalynde (published in 1590), which formed the basis of Shakespeare’s As You Like It.
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More significantly, most seafarers and English coastal dwellers generally feared the open sea as a haven for evil, a conception wholeheartedly supported by the church. According to work by Insung
Lee, the sea in the Anglo-Saxon and Christian tradition was a metaphor for corruption, “of itself uncontrollable and given to inundating the land.”3 Lee pointed out that in the Bible, the sea is seen not
only as a symbol of evil; it is evil, the dwelling place of Leviathan
who is “king over all the children of pride.”4 In fact, the sea, which
God created is never pronounced to be good anywhere in the Bible,
including in Genesis 1:2, 1:10, or Psalm 95:5.5 Medieval historian
Michel Mollet du Jordin noted that the sea was “the favourite dwelling-place of the powers of Evil . . . of Satan.”6
This notion of the sea as the epitome of evil, had by the sixteenth century, become associated with dramatic descriptions of furious storms, which in turn reflected the power and influence of the
devil, and his handmaidens, witches. Indeed, unlike other aspects
of religious belief and practice that transformed over the course of
the Reformation, the association between evil, the devil, and the sea
remained unchanged. This connection occurred not only in texts,
but also in woodcut and pen and ink illustrations, which confirmed
in visual terms a direct link between the devil, the sea, and stereotypical discourses that had developed since the late Middle Ages,
that sailors were by nature irreligious, superstitious, and dismissive
of formal religion.7
3 Lee, “Christian Sea Symbolism,” 1, 4.
4 Lee, “Christian Sea Symbolism,” 3. Lee refers to a number of Biblical passages where
the sea is determined to be “malignant,” including Job 38: 8-11; The Book of Jonah; Isaiah
23:4; Isaiah 43:16; and Revelations 15:2. Lee, “Christian Sea Symbolism,” 5-6.
5 Lee, “Christian Sea Symbolism,” 3.
6 Mollat, Europe and the Sea, 193.
7 Both early modern contemporaries and modern scholars have argued dichotomously
that seafarers were either irreligious/atheistic and uncaring of spiritual faith, or some of
the most devout, because of a particular closeness to God at sea. Drawing upon Michel
Foucault’s concept of heterotopic space, I have elsewhere argued that seafarers were neither all irreligious nor passionately devout; to suggest either is a caricature. The issue is
not whether sailors were irreligious in their actions or pious; they could be both simultaneously with the framework of a religious shipboard culture. The core of my published
work instead contends that seamen who lived between 1550 and 1688 displayed a range of
spiritual stances from sincere faith to lukewarm compliance to disbelief in God. Patarino,
“Religion and Shipboard Culture Among Tudor-Stuart Seafarers”. For my initial arguments, see: Patarino Jr., “One Foot in Sea and One on Shore.”
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In this paper I will argue that this association, a chaotic sea
linked with the power and influence of evil, helped to fuel landbased society’s perceived stereotypes about sailors’ supposed irreligion.8 In fact, this discourse is another artifact of what cultural
historians call social memory, a line of argument that I first presented three years ago at the RMMRA.9 There are tangible benefits
for historians to trace and understand the process of social memory
formation, as it helps us to understand one of the reasons why sailors
were perceived as different, how English society created such a durable meme of seafarers as “the other”.10 As a result of such tangible
stereotypes developed through social memory, John Pettit Andrews
during the late eighteenth century could refer to “the race of sailors”
as “truly eccentric,” while Lord Thomas Macaulay portrayed tarpaulin sea officers as “a strange and savage race.”11 Seafarers had
become an anthropological “other.”
8 This current work seeks to trace at least one origin of these societal stereotypes; I am
not attempting to trace the patterns of shipboard culture, or the effects of the Reformation.
I have already done this in previous work. Sailors adhered to a complex mix of popular
folklore (such as a belief in witches) and religion that satisfied their emotional, spiritual,
and intellectual needs. In this they were very much like those who lived entirely on land.
Patarino, “Religion and Shipboard Culture Among Tudor-Stuart Seafarers,” 163; Patarino,
“One Foot in Sea and One on Shore” especially chapters 4-6. While religious beliefs
changed and developed at approximately the same pace aboard ship as they did in England,
other supernatural convictions, such as a belief in the devil, witches, omens, or ghosts,
gained efficacy through a complex sea folklore. Patarino, “Religious Shipboard Culture,”
190-192; Patarino, “One Foot on Sea, One on Land,” chapter 6.
9 Patarino, “Benefiting from Social Memory,” presented at the 45th annual Rocky Mountain Medieval and Renaissance Association. This paper argued that between the period of
the early Middle Ages, when Christian writers first defined concepts of “superstitious” and
“magic” and the late-18th and early 19th-century, when folklorists strove to define national
character, a process of social memory cemented the notion of the “superstitious” sailor into
the cultural milieu, thus limiting our ability to discern the complex religious values and
practices of early modern seamen.
10 There is a small, but growing historiography on this issue of seafarers as “the other.”
Cheryl Fury, for example, has described seamen as “isolated”, possessing a “distinctive and
well-developed subculture”, emphasizing how “To a certain degree seamen have always
been “outsiders” among the land population.” Fury, “The Elizabethan Maritime Community,” 125; Fury, Tides in the Affairs of Men, 125. J.D. Alsop, on the other hand, has clearly
challenged the notion of the deep-sea Tudor and Stuart seaman as “the other.’ Alsop, “Tudor Merchant Seafarers,” 75. For my views disputing seafarers as “the other”, in terms of
religion, see Patarino, “Religion and Shipboard Culture Among Tudor-Stuart Seafarers”.
My initial arguments appear in Patarino, “One Foot in Sea and One on Shore.”
11 Andrews, Anecdotes Antient and Modern, 328; Macaulay, The History of England,
304. Macaulay’s use of “savages” refers mainly to their manners and behavior, yet clearly
sailors were defined as generally distinctive. Robert E. Glass reminded us that Macaulay
drew mainly from late seventeenth-century literature. Glass, “The Image of Sea Officers
in English Literature,” 585.
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The multi-disciplinary concept of social memory has almost
a century-long pedigree in historical analysis. The foundation of
memory studies was established during the 1920s, when French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs and the art historian Aby Warbarg independently developed separate theories of what they identified as
“collective” or “social memory”.12 Halbwachs said that “collective
memory” was an embodiment of past memories that “lives or is capable of living in the consciousness of the groups keeping memory
alive.”13 All societies are bonded through the mechanisms of social groups, and thus social groups help to define our memories of
the past. While historians acknowledge that social memory shares
some common ground with what post-modernist historian John
Tosh in his text on historical method labeled “historical awareness,”
the two are not at all the same thing.14 Scholars such as the German Egyptologist Jan Assman, have noted that history and memory
need not oppose one another.15 According to Tosh, however, social
memory is a collective identity that requires “a picture of the past
that serves to explain or justify the present, often at the cost of historical accuracy.”16 Here, social memory serves “to sustain a sense
of oppression, exclusion, or adversity,” what Tosh labeled as the
“most powerful” manifestation; this fits best the constructed narrative that English seamen were separate in their religious beliefs and
practices.17 In this understanding, social memory is a vehicle for
marginalization, instead of maintenance.

12 Assmann, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity,” 125. Building from the work
of Durkheim and Nietzshe, Warburg and Halbwachs shifted the discourse over collective
knowledge “out of a biological framework into a cultural one.” The concept of “social
memory” first appears in Warburg’s Kreuzlinger Lecture of 1923.
13 Halbwachs, “The Collective Memory,” in The Collective Memory Reader, 139. My
thanks to Robert W. Archer for this citation.
14 Tosh, The Pursuit of History, 2. Tosh’s main contributions lie in the fields of British
and African history.
15 Assmann’s groundbreaking work linking Egyptian and Hebrew culture, notes that history and memory can and should complement one another, because “the truth of memory
lies in the identity that it shapes.” Assmann, “Moses the Egyptian,” in Collective Memory
Reader, 210. He argued that “mnemohistory” should be able to deal with how the past
is remembered, and “not with the past as such.” Assman, “Moses the Egyptian,” in Collective Memory Reader, 209. Thus, we should acknowledge that there are some positive
attributes to social memory: society in the present can interact with the past.
16 Tosh identifies at least three ways that social memory serves a society: first, as an “essential means of sustaining a politically active identity,” second, as a “foundation myth,”
and third, “to sustain a sense of oppression, exclusion or adversity.” Tosh, Pursuit of History, 2-3.
17 Tosh, Pursuit of History, 4-5.
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To begin, for most Englishmen, the open sea was not simply
a dangerous place to work but was an environment imbued with the
supernatural. While it provided nourishment and was a medium for
transportation, trade, and communication, the sea was also a source
of fear, “powerful, capricious, and destructive.”18 Seafarers themselves often described the ocean as “indifferent, cruel and malevolent,” but also pure: it would not allow itself to be sullied by thieves
or murderers because it possessed a kind of moral integrity.19 Yet,
for the most part, the sea was a haven for evil.
A great deal of literature, stretching from the fourteenth to
the seventeenth centuries, consistently described the sea in negative
terms, often referring to evil and fear. This is remarkable given that
the authors, ranging from Catholic to Anglican to Puritan, all depict
the sea in essentially the same general manner. For example, in the
relatively few instances that Chaucer mentioned the sea in The Canterbury Tales, he emphasized it as a place where men drowned.20
William Shakespeare went somewhat further, most likely as a result
of theological development since the Reformation. Ariel, the “airy
spirit” character from, The Tempest, when explaining how passengers reacted to the tempestuous storm, said,
All but mariners
Plunged in the foaming brine and quit the vessel…
Was the first man that leap’d; cried, “Hell is empty,
And all the devils are here.”21

In answering the question, “What may the memory be compared to,” English poet William Basse wrote in 1619, “To the Sea
and the Land, the part that retaineth all, to the Land, that devoureth
all, to the Sea.”22 Milton, crafting Paradise Lost from a committed
Puritan point of view, has Christ, “The King of Glory,” coming to
“create new worlds,” and “from the shore…viewed the vast immeasurable abyss/Outrageous as a sea, dark, wasteful, wild… .”23 Often, Milton revealed the sea’s diabolic nature as when Belial warns
18 Stammers, “Sailing-Ship Seafarers and Sea Creatures,” 144.
19 Beck, Folklore and the Sea, 300.
20 In “The Knight’s Tale,” Saturn, the father of Venus says “Myn is the drenching in the
see so wan” (Man is the drowning in the sea so pale). Chaucer, “The Knight’s Tale,” Line
2456. Later, in lines 3030-3031, it says: “He moot be deed, the king as shal a page; som
in his bed, som in the deep sea.”
21 Shakespeare, The Tempest, Act I, Sc. II, Lines 209-10; 214-15, 4. The Tempest was
written c. 1610/11.
22 Basse, A Helpe to Discourse, 116-117.
23 Milton, Paradise Lost, VII, Lines 208-212.
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against being caught “in a fiery tempest,” where bodies “shall be
hurled/Each on his rock transfixed, the sport and prey/Of racking
whirlwinds, or for ever sunk/Under yon boiling ocean, wrapped in
chains.”24 The turn of phrase, “boiling ocean,” is uncomfortably
reminiscent of Satan’s Hell.
This perception of the sea as a font of malevolence probably
originated on the continent, but was developed further by English
writers. For example, one of the three dream vision poems written
by the monk Guillaume de Deguileville during the early 1330s, Le
Pèlerinage de la vie humaine (The Pilgrimage of Life), was an allegory explicitly addressed to a “wide audience of laypersons, including the rich and the poor,” and was a literary influence during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in much of the West, including
England.25 Building on the trope that life is a pilgrimage, Guillaume’s
pilgrim, presumably his dream self, was told by the allegorical figure, God’s Grace, that to find Jerusalem, “you must cross the great
sea”, which “is full of many troubles, tempests, and torments, great
storms and winds.”26 Soon he discovers Satan roaming the shore,
casting a net “with his line of temptation” to entrap souls bound for
heaven.27 Guillaume linked the sea to the sin of pride: “The sea,”
says Grace, “is never without storms, for Vainglory blows there, the
bellows carried by Pride.”28 Satan “hunts those he thinks might fly
off and leave the sea…he is always spinning temptations, always
weaving, always braiding, always reinforcing, his webs and snares
and nets.”29 After Grace carries the Pilgrim over the sea, passing
through and enduring Syrtes, Scylla and Charybdis, Bithalassus,
and the Siren, and “all the other perils of the sea,” she explains that
Satan is “the admiral of the sea…enemy of the lineage of Adam,
24 Milton, Paradise Lost, II, Lines 180-183.
25 My thanks to the scholar who provided me this lead during the 48th annual RMMRA
conference. Guillaume’s three dream-vision poems (written between 1330 and 1358) include Le Pèlerinage de la vie humaine (Vie I), Le Pèlerinage de l’âme (Vie II), an account
of the soul’s journey to Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise, and Le Pèlerinage de Jhesuchrist,
the life of Jesus as the ideal pilgrim. Guillaume, in Clasby, xiii, xv. As an allegory, Life is
a “text that says and means two things,” and “mean one complex thing.” Clasby, xvii.
26 Guillaume in Clasby, 8.
27 Clasby, xxiv.
28 Guillaume in Clasby, 160.
29 Guillaume in Clasby, 161.
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king and lord of Iniquity”.30 Drawing upon a long tradition of ship
symbolism in the writings of the Church fathers, Guillaume’s pilgrim comes to the Ship of Religion, a literal representation of monastic life.31 Guillaume alludes to the danger inherent at sea, saying
that it is best to cross rather than to swim; those who swim “are in
danger and it is hard for them to escape it.”32
Guillaume’s work, especially the Vie Humaine, was so popular, that it was translated into multiple languages, including English,
with numerous manuscript copies circulated during the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries.33 What is most significant, is that for both
the Life and Soul, the English text differed from its French sources
in significant ways, so much so, that the modern translator of Soul,
Rosemarie Potz McGeer stated that the English versions of Pilgrimage of the Soul written during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
“might best be considered an adaption, rather than translation,” what
she described as an “Englishing” of the text.34
How did English writers adapt the ideas about Satan, evil,
and the sea to their own experience; in what ways did they “English”
the text? During the early seventeenth century, William Baspoole
modernized and revised several fifteenth-century English transla30 Guillaume in Clasby, 163, 164,167. These perils are all based upon ancient literature,
such as Homer’s The Odyssey. Syrtes is the sandbank of self-will; Scylla, the Rocks of
Adversity; Charybdis, the whirlpool of Worldliness; Bithalassus, the quicksand of Prosperity; and the Siren of Pleasure.
31 Within the ship are many houses and dwelling places, taking its name from relier, “so
that there the weakened and broken souls of those who enter it are repaired.” Guillaume,
in Clasby, 171-172. See Lee, “Christian Sea Symbolism,” 8-11 for a broad discussion of
the Church fathers, who initiated ship symbolism. Christian sea symbolism is also evident
in the Old English poem, The Seafarer. Lee, “Christian Sea Symbolism,” 51-64. Walls and
Stabo, The Pilgrime, 102.
32 Guillaume, in Clasby, 172.
33 The Vie Humaine received more attention in England than his other writings. Translator McGreer, Pilgrimage of the Soul, A Critical Edition, xxii-xxiii. McGreer suggests that
because the Soul presented fifteenth-century English readers with arguments about the
importance of Roman Catholic teachings (so much so that William Caxton published an
English translation in 1483), that the text less engaged English readers after the Reformation, explaining why Soul resonated much less in England than Life. McGreer, xlv.
34 “Englishing,” says McGreer, “was a term used by Middle English writers to describe
translations and one that suggests the artistry of the Soul’s author in creating, in Gower’s
words, ‘a bok for Engelondes sake.’” See, introduction by McGreer, xxix. Here, McGreer
refers to English poet John Gower (c. 1325-1400).
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tions of Guillaume’s Life, which he titled The Pilgrime.35 To scholars of The Pilgrime, Baspoole is credited with a revision of the Lyfe,
in other words, the authorship of The Pilgrime, rather than simply
a translator.”36 Baspoole’s “Englishing” undoubtedly means that he
reinterpreted Guillaume’s Ship of Religion; it was no longer associated with a Catholic religious order, but instead the Church in a
general sense, given that he writes The Pilgrime post-Reformation.37
Baspoole did mirror some of Guillaume’s contention about the sea:
“the great Sea of this World,” he says, “is full of anguish, greate
windes, tempests, and tentations infinite.”38 Moreover, he labeled
“Sathan” the greate, Lord high Admirall of the sea of the wordle.”39
More noteworthy is how Baspoole “Englished” his text: for while
Guillaume’s Satan swept up souls, while standing on the beach,
Baspoole’s Satan, “so hiddyous…uglie to looke upon, so fowle and
so naughtye,” stood in the sea, not on the beach, “with his baytes
with his hookes with his snares and with his tempting vanities.”40
Although a small turn of phrase, it may suggest an even more direct
association between the devil and the open sea in seventeenth-century England, than is evidenced in fourteenth-century France.
The key to why the devil was so feared at sea was, of course,
the pervasiveness of violent, abrupt, weather. All who lived along
the coasts of England had sufficient cause to fear harsh weather.41
35 Baspoole in Walls and Stobo, The Pilgrime, 4-5, 11-13. While apparently Baspool did
not use a French version of Life, presumably he was aware of it. According to the editors,
Baspoole used and at one stage owned Bodleian Library MS Laud Misc. 740; this was his
basic text. There is also evidence he consulted at least two other versions of Life.
36 Walls and Stobo, The Pilgrime, 6. Baspoole’s manuscript of The Pilgrime was owned
by Samuel Pepys. Its designation is: Magdalene College Cambridge MS Pepys 2258.
Pepys, an important Restoration administrator in the Royal Navy probably acquired the
text for one of its illustrations of a ship heading out to sea. Walls and Stabo, The Pilgrime,
51. The Cambridge colophon refers to the illustrations in the Pepys MS as emblemata,
because the term was used during the seventeenth century to refer to a drawing or picture
that expressed an allegory or moral fable, in the context of what we now consider emblem
books. Walls and Stabo, The Pilgrime, 53.
37 Walls and Stabo, The Pilgrime, 58, note 32. In fact, rather than asserting that it is
simply a translation, The Pilgrime, the editors argue, supports Laudian ideals. Walls and
Stabo, The Pilgrime, 94-95.
38 Baspoole in Walls and Stabo, The Pilgrime, 178.
39 Baspoole in Walls and Stabo, The Pilgrime, 331.
40 Baspoole in Walls and Stabo, The Pilgrime, 322, 325.
41 John Stow reported several highly destructive tempests that hit London, one in July
1563 and another in December 1565. The first caused the death of several people in Covent
Garden; a man of Essex “was torne to peces as he was carrying hay.” Another storm hit
on Christmas Eve Day morning, whereby the great gates at the west end of St. Pauls were
blown open. Stow, The Annales, 656, 659.

Quidditas 37 (2016) 159

Weather at sea, however, was the defining element of the sailors’ existence, and it was around the volatile and intense nature of inclement weather that most of their fears revolved. Captain John Smith,
in The Sea-man’s Grammar, defined all types of weather, differentiating between gales, winds, whirlwinds, and hurricanes.42 In King
Lear, William Shakespeare famously equated madness with the
“vex’d” sea.43 When Baspoole’s pilgrim beholds the sea, he finds
that it “was much troubled with greate wynds, stormes, and cruell
tempests,” where he thought himself “nothing safe because of the
tempestuous Stormes and troublesome waters.”44 In fact, “almost all
are passed, & swallowed up in the Sea, where there is great storme
and tempest.”45 On land, if cruel weather suddenly arises there is a
greater likelihood that one may find shelter: under rocks or trees, in
a cave, or in a human-built construction, such as a house or barn. At
sea, however, even if one wanted to hide, shivering below deck, all
hands were needed to survive the storm. Even for relatively small
barks and wherries that hugged the shore, sailing at sea could be a
sobering experience.46 On the open deck, the wind drowned out
most sound and spray buffeted the body; one felt naked, alone, and
vulnerable. For example, during Sir Thomas Gates and Sir George
Summers’ voyage to Virginia in 1609, a terrible tempest, the tail end
of West Indian Hurricane, not only separated the fleet, but also was
so violent that “men could scarce stand upon the Deckes, neither
could any man heare another speake. . . .47 The seafarer’s terror rose
and fell with the wind; it was constant work even to stay alive.
and what for the grete crye and noyse of the
maryners . . . and for the noyse and syghte of the
idyous and ferefull storme and tempest, there
was no man that toke any rest yt nyght.48
42 Smith, The Sea-Man’s Grammar, 46-9.
43 The character of Cordelia says to the Doctor and soldiers, “Alack, tis’ he: why he was
met even now As mad as the vex’d sea… .” Shakespeare, King Lear, Act IV, Sc. IV. Line
2, 1081.
44 Baspoole in Walls and Stabo, The Pilgrime, 321, 327.
45 Baspoole in Walls and Stabo, The Pilgrime, 337.
46 Taylor, A New Discovery by Sea, A3v. On a side note to the text, Taylor noted that
there were five men who braved the foul sea: two were afraid, two were not afraid, and he
was “halfe afraid.”
47 Purchas, Purchase His Pilgrimes, Vol. XIX, 2.
48 Ellis, The Pylgrymage of Sir Richard Guylforde, 72.
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According to depositions given to the Bristol CorporationCourt in 1657 by seamen of the ship Litle Fortune, the crew encountered a massive storm that ruined their vessel. They were about 200
leagues off the coast of New England when
a very great storm arose and continued for the space of vi days then
following in which tyme by reason of the said storme, the said ship had
much losse and damage that is to say the head of the maine mast spent
and all the sayles and rigging worne and torne and by the extremity of
weather . . . the said ship did worke soe much that…the plankes loosened
from the Timbers… .49

Evil, in the guise of the devil, demons, or imps often had its
way at sea. Diabolical magic, said Thomas Lodge, forced nature to
submit and be subject to the magician’s incantations.50 A sixteenthcentury naval ballad titled A Song of Seamen and Land Soldiers
equated the speed of a ship with the work of the devil.
‘Tis brave to see a tall ship saile,
With all her trim gear on-a
As though the devill were in her taile,
She for the winde will run-a.51

Jeremy Roch, a Restoration captain, told of his encounter with a
pilot from Deal, who described sparrows hovering over the waves.
According to the pilot, the birds were “the Devil’s imps, for they
never appeared to any ship or vessel but mischief followed.”52
Here, the theology is complex: good Christians maintained
that God was ultimately responsible for both the beneficial and destructive forces of nature. Reginald Scot, in The Discoverie of Witchcraft, first published in 1584, held that “a glorious God that maketh
the thunder” and that the scriptures demonstrated that “the blustering
tempests and whirlewinds” blew “according to his will.”53 While it
is uncertain if Scot had access to Johann Weyer’s De praestigiis
49 BRO, B.A.O. 04439 (3), fol. 4.
50 Lodge, The Divel Conjured, CIII.
51 Halliwell, “Early Naval Ballads of England,” 36.
52 Roch, “The Third Journal”, 103.
53 Scot, Discoverie of Witchcraft, ed. by Nicholson, 1. Scot (1538-99) was the first in
England to write about witchcraft, and one the first of many writers to display a strong
skepticism toward not only witchcraft, but also the evidence presented at witchcraft trials.
He stated that the chief crime of the “poore women” who had been accused of witchcraft
was that they were scolds. Scot, The Discoverie of Witchcraft, 26.
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daemonum, it is clear both works drew upon a common dogma. If
Satan had “power over the air” it was only possible with God’s permission.54 This position also appeared in the work of William Perkins, who noted God granted the devil and some demons a certain
amount of power to create “works of wonder” by “hurting” and “by
raising of Tempests.”55 There were, explained Perkins, “two sorts”
of wonders: true and plain, or lying and deceitful.56 Only God created wonders that were properly called “a miracle.”57
Various illustrations of the period, meant for popular consumption in England, also confirmed the power of the devil and evil
at sea. One early example is an emblem of a medieval ship with accompanying text that was published in Guiot Marchant’s The Shepardes Kalendar.58 The Kalendar appeared in various editions, published by a number of different printing establishments in England,
between 1503 and 1631.59 In this woodcut (See Figure 1) from the
1570 edition, a man, presumably a mariner, rows between the forces
of heavenly light, seen in the sky above the bow of the ship, and
the devil.60 Satan, with his tongue stuck out, seductively whispers
temptations into the sailor’s ear, as the mariner, sitting at the stern,
54 The Dutch Physician and pioneer in the field of psychiatry, Johann Weyer (was one of
the earliest scholars opposed to the persecution of witchcraft. First published in 1563, De
praestigigiis daemonum et Incantationibus ac Venificiis (On the Illusions of the Demons
and on Spells and Poisons) it was re-published as a revised and enlarged edition in 1583,
the year before Scot published Discoverie. Although French and German editions were
created, the book was not translated into English until the modern era. English scholars
would have used original Latin editions. Weyer, in Witches, Devils, and Doctors, 217.
55 Perkins, The Damned Art of Witchcraft, 2. Cotton Mather noted “Satan, let loose by
God, can do wonders in the air,” such as raising storms and discharging “great ordnance
of heaven, thunder and lightning; and by his art can make them more terrible and dreadful,
than they are in their own nature.” Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana, 361.
56 Perkins, The Damned Art of Witchcraft, 12-13.
57 Perkins, The Damned Art of Witchcraft, 13.
58 Here, I use the term “emblem” as it was understood during the early modern period
as a “combination of picture and interpretation,” that would “impel the reader to study the
explication in the succeeding text.” Kathyrn Wallis, ed., from Baspoole, The Pilgrim, 54.
The earliest version of this illustration appeared on the continent in Guiot Marchant, Compost et Kalendrier des Bergiers (Paris, 1493).
59 The Shepherd’s Kalendar was first translated into English and published in Paris, possibly by Alex Barclay (1475? - 1552), the Scottish poet and author who became chaplain
of Ottery St. Mary in Devon, and later a Benedictine and then Franciscan monk. This
first English edition appeared in 1503 as The Kalendayr of the Shyppars and continued to
be published by different printing houses throughout the sixteenth century. H.H. Brindle
rediscovered the image and brought it to the attention of maritime historians, but focused
solely on the image as an example of medieval reefing gear. Brindley, “Mediaeval Ships.
No. VI. Pt. 2,” 167 and Brindley, “Mediaeval Ships. No. VI. Pt. iii,” 241-2.
60 I used the c. 1570 edition for the clarity of its woodcut illustration. Since it is unchanged, the use of the image passed from print shop to print shop, here to Thomas Este.
Here Beginneth the Kalender of Shepherds, newly augmented, Cap. xiii.
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raises his eyes toward St. Nicholas, the patron saint of seamen.61
The text above the illustration, “Thereafter foloweth of the man in
the Shyppe that sheweth the unstableness of the world,” echoed in
lines directly following the woodcut in the 1518 edition.
The mortall man leuynge in this worlde is wellCompared to a shype on
the see… The shype issoone as it is entred into the see unto the ende of
her vyage nyght & daye is in peryll to be drowned or taken with enmyes
for in ye see ben perylles withoutnombre. Suche is the body of man
lyuynge in ye worlde. The marchaundyse that he bereth is his soule . .
. the porte or haven is deth . . . the see is the worlde full of synnes. For
who that assayeth for to passe it is in peryll to lose body & soule & all
his goodes & to be drowned in the see of helle fro the whiche god kepe
us. Amen.62
Figure 1

61 Here Beginneth the Kalendar of Shepardes (London, 1570), Cap. xiii.
62 Here Begynneth the Kalender of Shepardes (London, 1518?), Cap. xiv.
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It is interesting that while the devil represents a threat to all Christians who strive against sin, here, it is at sea that he works, creating
a powerful metaphor of the peril that threatens humanity, both at sea
and by implication, at home. The devil and the evil inherent in the
sea were a danger to seamen’s souls.
Significantly, this is not the only time we encounter this image. Reginald Scot’s first edition of Discovery of Witchcraft (See
Figure 2) depicted 63 a printer’s devise or emblem, presumably held
by print-shop owner Henry Denham, of the devil steering a typical
sixteenth-century square rig.64
Figure 2

63 Scot, Discovery of Witchcraft, 1.
64 My thanks to Adam Zucker for pointing out the literature on printer’s devices. The
practice of printers and publishers using special ornaments or designs to distinguish their
work came from the continent. Ronald McKerrow noted that emblems usually referred
to aspects of the work itself, and could be owned by either the author or the publisher.
Emblems could be simple objects (such as an anchor, a mermaid, or a caduceus) or a complicated picture, often times borrowed or purchased from an emblem house. By the late
16th century, most initials fell into several emblem categories. McKerrow, Printers and
Publisher’s Devices, XI, XIII, XVI, XXII, XXV. McKerrow also pointed out that few of
the emblems from the later period “could be claimed as genuinely English in origin.” The
template used by Henry Denham’s shop originated with the Parisian printers of The Kalender of the Shyppardes. McKerrow, Printers and Publisher’s Devices, XXV.
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We can tell that the figure is the devil because he is fully naked to the elements, which is consistent with other images depicting
Satan.65 The woodcut illustrates the point in the text that describes
how “faithless people” believed that neither thunder nor lightning,
“raine nor tempestuous winds come from the heavens at the power
of God,” but rather that storms were raised by the power of witches
or conjurers who called upon the power of Satan.66
The image was popular enough to appear at least several
more times, albeit crudely redrawn, on the cover of a weekly news
pamphlet (See Figures 3 and 4) during the tumultuous mid-1640s.67
Figure 3

65 The figure steering the ship is naked although his genitals are covered. Sailors may
have gone topless aboard ship, but it is doubtful they were often naked below the waist.
All depictions of sailors in books or pamphlets of the period show English seamen fully
clothed, so unless the artist or Scot himself had special knowledge of habits of dress aboard
ship, it is unlikely a sailor. Furthermore, a generic illustration of a seaman steering the
vessel would not reflect the point made in the text. The image is consistent with other
depictions of the devil. See for example, Baspoole, The Pilgrime, 321, Cust, ed., The
Pylgremage of the Sowl. Finally, clearly the figure does not represent God. Although Scot
says on the following page that “it is neither a witch, nor divell, but a glorious God that maketh the thunder,” the level of nudity again is problematic. Scot, Discoverie of Witchcraft,
2. While Michelangelo’s depiction of God on the Sistine Chapel is nude, most representations of God the Father show him fully clothed. Paintings or woodcuts of Christ normally
present him clothed with the exception of scenes from the passion.
66 Scot, Discoverie of Witchcraft, 1.
67 The Weekly Account, 1.
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Figure 4

There could be a number of reasons why the new image,
obviously reminiscent of that used in Scot, is of such lower quality.68 What is most significant here is that it is still popular enough to
use by the mid-17th century, this time to report on the movement of
armies, likely resonating with society reeling from a civil war. Even
more suggestively, it appeared as an emblem for a broadside petition
sent to Parliament in August 1648 from the “Well-affected Citizens
of the City of London,” “humbly shewing that many Trecherous
Plots and Contrivances working by the Common enemie” (See Figures 5 and 6) were appearing again “to obtain their wicked ends, the
destruction of this Parliament, together with the ruine of our Religion, Law, and Liberties.”69

68 As of yet, I have not been able to trace how the emblem passed from Henry Denham’s
printing shop to Bernard Alsop. McKerrow explains that most devices passed from one
owner to another save for cracks or accidental damage. Some, however, were altered
over time, and that is clearly the case here. One reason that McKerrow identifies is that
the new owner might want to change details that could be identified with a block from a
former owner. The inferiority of later English work may be due, he says, to the rise of
copper-plate engraving, which came into vogue about half-way through Elizabeth’s reign,
“to thee neglect of the better kinds of woodcutting.” McKerrow, Printers and Publisher’s
Devices, XXX, XXXIV. McKerrow traced the transfer of other emblems and devices from
Denham’s shop to Richard Yardley and Peter Short, but it is unclear where the devices went
from there. Our emblem here is not one replicated by McKerrow. See McKerrow, Printers
and Publisher’s Devices, 170.
69 The Humble Petition, 1. The new owner is presumably Richard Cotes, printer to the
honorable City of London during 1647-1648. It is, for the moment, unclear how the image
passed from Alsop to Cotes.
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Figure 5
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Figure 6

The concerns of the petition put into the context of the runup to the second Civil War, that the Parliament “intend not really
to settle Religion according to the word of God” suggests that the
framers of the petition were well aware of the woodcut’s influence,
that it was the devil firmly in control, steering political events.70
At least one other illustration of which I am aware, which
connected the devil with the sea, may have helped to shape images of seamen during the early modern era. Although William
Baspoole’s The Pilgrime circulated mainly as manuscript, it did
draw upon well-understood ideologies about the devil. The pen and
ink drawing at the head of Chapter 23, *(See Figure 7) shows Satan,
the Beast, emerged within the sea, “fishing with greate diligence
amongst those Creatures so troubled in their understanding . . . with
Cordes, and nets,” eager to entrap those souls swimming in the sea,
“diversely cloathed.”71
70 The Humble Petition, 1.
71 Baspoole, The Pilgrime, 321-322. The editor, Kathyrn Walls explains that the illustrations in the Pepys MSS, are pen and ink, which was a newly fashionable art form in
England during the Restoration.
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Figure 7

The fact that the devil swims within the sea, trying to catch
those, who cannot fly to heaven, makes the connection between evil
and the sea more immediate and palatable. The image of the man
in the shyppe, with the devil at his back, and Baspoole’s pen of ink
of the devil in the sea suggest a powerful metaphor for both seamen
and landsmen, and may have helped form elements of social memory that defined the sailor as “the other” compared to landsmen.
Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, shipboard culture stressed evil’s power not only through the machinations of the
devil and demons, but also of witches. The élite defined witchcraft
as a peculiar heresy, focusing on magic that hurt people, rather than
on natural or “art magic.”72 Conjurers, sorcerers, and witches all
practiced art magic, except that they also paid homage to evil spirits, demons, and most especially to Satan. They pursued demonic
or black magic and caused illness, death, or destruction, due to their
being seduced by the devil. It is to this group that witches who raised
storms and tempests absolutely belonged. Many sailors thought that
the devil seduced humanity, and that sometimes men but most es72 Briefly, natural magicians sought to bond (often secretly) with nature in order to produce results, most of which were not understood by the natural philosophers of the day, but
was accepted as science. “Art Magic” is the term used by Barbara Rosen to describe the
natural magic practiced by Neo-Platonic practitioners of the Hermetic tradition, an attempt
to compel spirits or demons to act on the behalf of the practitioner. For a basic historiography on the nature of medieval and Renaissance magic one may consult the following
sources. Rosen, Witchcraft; Flint, Rise of Magic in Early Medieval Europe; Kieckhefer,
Magic in the Middle Ages; Kieckhefer, “The Specific Rationality of Medieval Magic,” 816;
Yates, Giordano Bruno; Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic; Copenhaver, “A Tale of
Two Fishes”; Luhrmann, Persuasions of the Witch’s Craft.
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pecially women took this errant path toward evil.73 In this regard,
the demonic aspects of witchcraft were a constant feature during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The figure of the devil, which
arrived relatively late in English witchcraft trial depositions, was a
prominent and consistent image of shipboard culture throughout this
period, and indeed lasted even longer as part of shipboard culture
than in England.74
Witches were also considered to be part of the evil found at
sea, or at the very least acting upon weather at sea. A witch says
one seventeenth-century source “is the Devills Otter-hound, living
both on Land and Sea.”75 While most cases of diabolical witchcraft
in England dealt with sudden illness, or with the mysterious deaths
of one’s livestock or family, witchcraft at sea focused almost exclusively on the ability to affect weather.76 According to Reginald
Scot, of the three types of witches the most feared were those who
raised hail, tempests, and “hurtfull weather” such as thunder and
lightning.77 In 1608, William Perkins in A Discourse of the Damned
Art of Witchcraft listed as his first set of enchantments, the “raising
73 Malcom Gaskill did, however, suggest that not all accused witches were older, single
or widowed women, marginalized in society. Gaskill, “Witchcraft in Early Modern Kent,
257-87.
74 The notion that shipboard culture embraced supernatural ideologies about demonic
forces and witchcraft that mirrored élite views than popular culture is one that I fleshed out
in greater detail in my unpublished work. See, Patarino, “’One Foot in Sea and One on
Shore,” especially 422-25; 463-509; also Patarino, “Benefiting from Social Memory”.
75 Gad (Pseud.), The Wandering-Jew, 48.
76 The study of witchcraft in England has a long and complicated historiography, much
of which depends upon essentially anthropological and feminist approaches. Historians
seek to understand not only the phenomenon of witchcraft, but also the ensuing persecutions that reached a peak in England and on the continent in the period between c. 1490 and
1650. Current scholarship points out that most of the people accused of witchcraft were
in fact the ubiquitous cunning men and wise women. They offered a number of benign
services: providing love charms to the unrequited or helping to heal some of the common
physical ailments of village society. From the initial publication of Malleus Malificarum
on the continent in 1486, Christian clerics struggled to conceptualize notions of evil by
developing theories of demonic forces at work in the world. Eamon Duffy explained how
the Malleus did not simply warn against sorcery. It also served as a guide for the lawful
use of charms and incantations. Duffy, Stripping of the Altars, 285. For a more complete
rundown of the historiography see: Patarino, “One Foot in Sea,” 474, note 130.
77 Scot, Discoverie of Witchcraft, 7. According to margin notes, Scot consulted Malleus
Malificarum, par. 2, quest. I, cap.2. Scot, of course, set out to prove that witches and devils
did not truly exist. Instead, he argued that witches and conjurors depended upon trickery
and well-developed skills of chicanery.
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of stormes and tempests; winds and weather, by sea and by land.”78
Even King James I wrote about this most dangerous category of
witch, whose work, he said, was “verie easie to be discerned from
anie other natural tempests.”79 An undated Cornish song went,
I think I’d like to be a witch
I’d churn the sea, I’d tether the winds
As suited my fancy best
I’d wreck great ships if they escaped my path
With all the souls on board.80

According to William Perkins, these were binding witches; those
who had “consented in league with the devill, to use his helpe, for
the doing of hurt onely.”81
Recorded incidents of the diabolical at work at sea can be
found during much of the period. Some seafarers swore that witches
could take the shape of waves, which caused ships to sink, usually
because the witch held a grudge against one of the sailors or passengers.82 Sir Francis Drake had one of his men hanged because
he suspected that he was a sorcerer, lurking among members of
78 Perkins (1555-1602) was the second major witchcraft writer, after King James I, to
accept witchcraft as a real phenomenon. His work relied heavily on the Bible to prove
their existence and the need to root them out of society. Like many Puritan divines, he
was a Fellow of Christ’s College, Cambridge. Perkins, A Discourse of the Damned Art of
Witchcraft, 127-8.
79 James Stuart, later James I of England, Scotland, and Wales, had a direct, personal
experience with witches early in his reign as King of Scotland. Stuart, Daemonologie,
46. James I wrote passionately in reaction to Scot’s Discoverie of Witchcraft. He found
Scot’s view so heretical, that he probably ordered all Scottish copies of his book burned,
since no first editions of the book exist in either St. Paul’s Cathedral Library or Lambeth
Palace Library. The second edition remained unpublished until 1651. By the end of his
life, James became more skeptical of the existence of witchcraft. See Brinsley Nicholson’s introduction to Scot, Discoverie of Witchcraft. For more details see: Melville, The
Memoirs of Sir James Melville and News From Scotland. Declaring the damnable life of
Doctor Fian, B2.
80 Basset, Legends and Superstitions of the Sea and of Sailors, 101.
81 Perkins, Damned Art, 174. Good witches were those who healed others, i.e. unbinding
witches.
82 Rappoport, The Sea: Myths and Legends, 34-5. Jennifer McNabb, as panel commentator for the initial presentation of this paper at the 48th annual Rocky Mountain Medieval
and Renaissance Association, asked if the sea itself was feminized. While an interesting
question, I have not found the sea to be referred to in gender terms; however, this may be
an interesting direction for further analysis.
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the crew. During the reign of Charles I, Lancashire officials tried
a “huge pack of witches” after it was discovered that “they had a
hand in raising the great storm wherein his Majesty was in so great
danger at sea in Scotland.”84 Londoners from all levels of society,
probably including sailors, learned about the infamous “Lancashire
witches” through a popular play written with the help of official
depositions.85
Deep-sea sailors feared a woman’s power to generate storms
at sea to such an extent that they sometimes took matters into their
own hands against female passengers suspected of being witches.86
Ironically, seamen shared more with élite views of demons and
witches, as agents of the devil, than with more popular conceptions
of white witches and cunning folk. One never hears of the existence
of any cunning men plying their trade aboard ship.87 This bond,
however, did not stop the élites from considering seafarers to be
“the other,” because the more instinctive correlation was between
evil, the sea, witches and storms. According to depositions from the
Province of Maryland, in 1654 the sailors of the ship Charity, sailing from England to the Chesapeake, believed that a passenger, one
83

83 John Cook provided this narrative in BL, Harleian MS 540, fol. 93. Drake suspected
that Thomas Doughty was a conjuror and his brother a witch, able to “call spirits from the
vasty deep” and raise the devil in the form of a bear, a lion or a man in armor. Although
Drake empanelled a jury to decide the Gentleman’s fate, Doughty argued that Drake did
not possess the “power of Magellan” and decried the fact that he would be hanged “like a
dog” instead of beheaded like an aristocrat. Cook’s manuscript also appears in a printed
modern edition, along with other documents from the incident. See: Vaux, The World Encompassed by Sir Francis Drake, 173, 195, 199-203.
84 Calendar of State Papers, Domestic Series, of the Reign of Charles I. 1634-35, 26.
85 This is, of course, Thomas Heywood’s and Richard Brome’s The Late Lancashire
Witches. Herbert Berry argues convincingly for the playwrights’ use of official depositions. See Berry, “The Globe Bewitched,” 216-20.
86 Making the analysis more complex is the fact that given their fervent beliefs in omens,
some seafarers, looking to explain a violent tempest, blamed women who were not necessarily identified as witches. In fact in one case, no woman was even aboard. Buccaneers
of the Revenge sailing along the South American coast in 1684 were “discoursing of the
Intrigues of Women” when there “arose a prodigious storm.” They concluded that, “discoursing of Women at Sea was very unlucky, and occasioned the storm.” James Shirley,
The Young Admiral, D4.
87 To date, I have seen nothing that suggests such people operated aboard ship. This does
not mean that sailors did not avail themselves of the services of cunning folk. Alan Macfarlane noted, for example, a sailor from Ipswich, who after taking his daughter first to a local physician, went to a local cunning man, who “confirmed that the child was bewitched.”
Macfarlane noted that the cunning man could offer both physical and mental comfort,
“translating a physical misfortune into a symptom of spiritual malice.” Macfarlane, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England, 122. Patarino, “Religious Shipboard Culture,” 190.
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Mary Lee, was a witch. They investigated and found a witch’s mark
and rather than suffer the indignity of another search, she confessed
the next day. The captain, wanting nothing to do with the incident,
hid in his cabin, while the crew hanged the unfortunate woman.88
At least two other examples exist of women accused and hanged as
witches on ships traveling from England to Jamestown, Virginia and
Maryland, both of which occurred in the late 1650s.89 A Bristol court
arraigned, convicted, and executed twenty-five local women due to
a tale told by a ship’s quartermaster, who had recently traded at the
Straits of Gibraltar. Supposedly, on an errand to the ship’s hold, he
saw “a sort of women, his known neighbors making merry together,
and taking their cups liberally.” When he surprised them, threatening to turn them in to the captain, they vanished, but not before making the quartermaster lame for life. On its return journey, the ship
became “stuck” in the sea, although they had a strong gale and were
close to home. Upon arrival, the quartermaster lost no time accusing the women.90 In one notable case, a minister of Suffolk, Parson
Lewis, demonstrated how even the clergy were sometimes unable
to escape Satan’s power; the one’s to suffer were seafarers. Lewis
confessed that he instructed one of his three imps to attack a ship of
Ipswich and caused it to sink in waves that were so violent, it was as
if the “water had been boyled in a pot.”91
Ships’ captains, in an effort to ensure the safe passage of their vessels, sometimes sought out witches who offered favorable winds for
88 William Hand Brown, ed., Archives of Maryland, Vol. 3, 306-08.
89 John Washington, the great-grandfather of George accused the merchant Edward
Prescott in the Maryland Provincial Court of hanging Elizabeth Richardson on a trading
run from England in 1658. Prescott balked at the charge, saying that the ship’s Master,
John Greene, and the crew were ready to mutiny if he had not hanged the woman at sea.
Steiner, ed., Archives of Maryland, Vol. 41, 327-9. His passengers and possibly his crew
forced one Captain Bennett to hang at the yardarm an old woman named Katherine Grady
in 1659. Bruce, Institutional History of Virginia, Vol. 1, 280-81. Bruce uses as his source
Conway Robinson, Transcripts of General Court Records from the Virginia Historical Society Manuscript Collection, 243.
90 Sandys, Ovid’s Metamorphosis, 167.
91 Reverend John Lewis, age 70, was a pastor at Brandeston, Suffolk, when he was tortured and accused as a witch by the notorious witch hunter, Mathew Hopkins for causing
the tempest off the coast of Norfolk. Fourteen persons drowned as a result of the ship sinking. John Stearne, Confirmation, 24. Stearne was the partner of Hopkins.
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sale, which we also see in the image of the Man in the Shyppe.92
Increase Mather reported, as late as 1684 that winds were sold to
captains; the notion that witches could sell winds lasted in England at least until the early nineteenth century.93 Thomas Nash, in
his Discourse of Apparations, explained how these winds worked:
“Three knots in a thread, or an odd grandams blessing in the corner
of a napkin, will carrie you all the world over.”94 Olaus Magnus
best described the process. The witch tied three magic knots to an
unbreakable strap. Within the first knot one found gentle breezes,
within the second knot, stiff winds, and if they untied the third knot,
they endured raging gales. Those who doubted the power of the
winds suffered even greater misfortune.95
The fact that shipboard culture borrowed only what it needed in terms of the overall cosmology of witchcraft is telling.96 Shipboard culture was open to the full range of notions about witches
through the experiences seamen had while growing up in England.
Yet the isolating environment of the sea, which regularly pummeled
the ship with tempests, served to constrict these cultural nuggets of
especially salient information. For seamen, the only really useful
notion about witches was that they could control weather.
It has been suggested that the provocative image of Satan
seductively whispering in the mariner’s ear, along with the descriptions of how sailors cursed and boasted during storms, may have
been another way for English society to make sailors “the other” by
92 The fourteenth-century English chronicler and Benedictine monk of St. Werbergh’s in
Chester, Ralph Higden, in his Polychronicon first described the existence of such witchcraft on the Isle of Man. According to Higden, “In that Ylond is sorcylege & wytchecrafte
used. For women there selle to shipmen wynde as it were closed under thre knottes of
threde, So that the more wynde he wold have, the mo{re} knottes he muste undo.” Higden,
Polychronicon, Liber primus, Cap. 44, 56. The passage also occurs in the 1495 and 1527
editions. See, STC Nos. 13434 and 13440. Polychronicon was a general history from the
Creation until 1342, upon which others continued the narrative to 1377. William Caxton
printed the 1482 version, and the Cornish translator John of Trevisa (1326-1412) rendered
the work into English.
93 Mather, An Essay for the Recording, 127-8; Scott, “Notes to the Pirates,” 448.
94 Nash, The Terrors of the Night, D2.
95 Magnus, Historia de Gentibus Septentrionalibus, Vol. III, 171, 173. The English philosopher Henry More corroborated this selling of winds, mentioning English merchants,
who purchased winds from Laplanders in danger of loosing the third knot. More, Antidote
Against Atheisme, 111.
96 In previous work, I developed the idea of a unique, but permeable shipboard cultured
tied to the physical space of the ship, which acted as a heterotopic space, a concept initiated
by Foucault. See: Patarino, “One Foot in Sea,” 14-27, 477.

Quidditas 37 (2016) 174

feminizing them. Other woodcut illustrations that I have sampled
do indeed show the devil mostly in contact with female characters.98 Unquestionably, it has been established by a preponderance
of scholars that witchcraft accusations were gendered – with more
women than men accused of consorting with the devil. There is
a wide, established historiography that need not be restated here.
In addition, much work has been done that associates women with
verbal excess, since mumbling and cursing were grounds for accusing women of witchcraft in the courts.99 At its base, shipboard
culture was almost exclusively male; scholars have labeled this a
homosocial society. Shipboard culture itself was gendered because
it entailed a homosocial culture where the concern and behaviors
of men helped to shape both cultural and social elements.100 At this
point, I do not see are any clear subtexts, especially in terms of use
of language that reveals any uneasiness about sailor’s sexuality.101
What is interesting, however, is how the structure of the ship itself
was sometimes gendered, which could perhaps spill over into how
landsmen perceived sailors, and therefore be ensconced in social
memory. For example, the poet William Basse, in his A Helpe to
Discourse, wrote: “Q. There are two things that cannot be too much
trimmed, and what are they. A. A ship and a woman.”102 Although
97

97 I heartily thank Jennifer McNabb, for this astute inquiry regarding sailors and gender
as part of her panel commentary for this paper, originally presented at the 4th annual Rocky
Mountain Medieval and Renaissance Association.
98 For example the illustrations in Guillaume’s Pylgremage of the Sowle, Caxton’s 1483
edition, shows the devil mainly in contact with women or what is obviously female mermaids. This is true also in the MS. copy upon which the printed work is based. See: Cust,
ed., Pylgremage of the Sowle.
99 See for example, Macfarlane, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England, 171-2; Thomas,
Religion and the Decline of Magic, 502-512.
100 Over time, the term homosocial has gained a broad meaning. Foucault argued that
gender (through the auspices of his discussion on homosexuality) was itself a socially
constructed notion. Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume 1, 42-3.
Increasingly, homosocial has come to mean the “social bonds between persons of the same
sex,” or “male bonding.” Sedgwick, Between Men, 1. Two examples of works that have
fruitfully investigated typical homosocial environments, i.e. social spaces that not only
define their membership as mainly male but also foster a range of bonding relationships
between their members, are: Clarke, “Race, Homosocial Desire and ‘Mammon,’” 84-97;
Quinn, Same-Sex Dynamics, 66-83.
101 In earlier work, I looked at some of the issues at play in shipboard society, including
issues of crime, discipline, punishment, and sexuality. The homosocial environment of the
ship did play a role in social and power relationships. These are issues that I will be developing fin an upcoming study. Patarino, “Living Outside the Ordered Society”.
102 Basse, A Helpe to Discourse, 98-99.
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best known for his elegy on Shakespeare, Basse collected a number
of “witty” questions and answers. In a later fourth edition of A Helpe
to Discourse, co-authored with E. Phillips, Basse asks an additional
question that says more about gender standards for women, than for
sailors.103 Also common were other gendered proverbs, under the
label, “A Ship and a woman are ever repairing.”104
Seafarers were not the only social group reproached by the
economic and educational élites in England during the early modern period. More generally, the literate social élite disparaged
those of “mean” or “vulgar” status as being superstitious. As Peter
Brown suggested, “incorrect belief had a clear social locus among
the ‘vulgar.’”105 What made the stereotyping of sailors unique was
the causal link between evil, the sea, and seamen’s supposedly irreligious behavior. Sailors were one of the primary groups caught
within the evolving theological debate, which Michael Hunter astutely called, “the vocabulary of irreligion.”106 They were routinely
portrayed by contemporaries as superstitious and irreligious, wholly
uncaring about higher matters of faith or obedience to God. Commentators described them as demonstrating only the outward signs
of religious belief. Jacobean courtier and poet Sir Thomas Overbury, for example, enthusiastically characterized sailors’ faith in
God as ephemeral and shallow.
103 In answer to the question, “In what things should a Woman bee like unto a Ship, and
what things not? Basse said, “In this, a ship is the greatest moveable that a man posssesieth, & yet it is turned and guided by the stern, a little piece of wood; so must a Wife in this
be like, being willing to bee guided by the direction of the husband; and as it sailes not
but by deliberation, sounding, and compasse, so must not she walke but by discretion and
judgement. But herin she must be unlike, for as one ship may belong to many Merchants,
and many merchants may be owners in one ship: so must not the wife, she must be properly belong to one; and as a ship of all the goods a man possesseth cannot be housed, a wife
of all things must not be left abroad; and lastly a Shippe may bee painted, but a Woman
should not.” Basse and Phillips, A Helpe to Discourse, 81-82.
104 Tilley, The Proverbs in England, 599.
105 Brown, The Cult of the Saints, 28.
106 Hunter, “The Problem of ‘Atheism’ in Early Modern England,” 149. Hunter’s thesis questions whether the movement to define atheism, with its numerous publications
in the century after 1580, actually helped cause the very phenomenon they attempted to
refute. Not only did clerical writers touch upon the subject; so too did lay writers, part of a
movement whereby the laity became increasingly aware of their role and power within the
Church. See Schwarz, “Some Thoughts,” 171.
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A fore wind is the substance of his creede: and
fresh water the burden of his prayers . . . . He
sees God’s wonder in the deepe, but so as rather
they appeare his play-fellowes; the stirrers of
his zeale; nothing but hunger and hard rocks can
convert him.107

The early Stuart humorist, Richard Braithwaite, who “knew
the London river well,” said
In a tempest you shall hear him pray, but so amethodically, as it argues,
that hee is seldome vers’d in that practice. Feare is the principall motive
of his devotion; yet I am persuaded, for forme sake, he shews more than
he feels.108

The implicit assumption was that sailors were impossible to
convert to true religious belief because of fear; the overwhelming
fear of storms, of the power of the devil to wreak havoc with ships.
Although Overbury and Braithwaite prose have been described as
“too anxious to display their wit,” they all too adequately represented the developing social memory of contemporary English landsmen.109 According to the late 16th-century divine Richard Hooker,
fear was the true culprit; everyone knew that sailors demonstrated
great dread in times of storm. “Fear . . . if it have not the light
of true understanding concerning God, wherewith to be moderated,
breedeth likewise superstition.”110 Fear, it seemed, was the English
sailor’s primary motivation for whatever legitimate religious convictions he possessed. Men of learning, the social, educational, and
spiritual élite, equated what they perceived as a lack of religious
fervor among seamen with lost morality. Some Calvinist and nonconformist pamphlets written after 1660 were especially critical of
the moral character of the navy, rather than “a Christian Navy” they
saw “the suburbs of hell.”111
For those who observed the behavior of sailors, one of the
worst hypocrisies was that while some prayed during storms, there
107 Overbury, in Leyland, “Another Seventeenth Century Sailor,” 154.
108 Quote about knowing the rivers well is from Lloyd, The British Seaman, 73. Braithwaite, “A Saylor,” from Robinson, “Notes. Another Seventeenth Century Sailor,” 314.
109 Lloyd, British Seamen, 73. For further discussions on the use of literature influenced
by maritime life see Charles N. Robinson, The British Tar in Fact and Fiction. The Poetry,
Pathos, and Humour of the Sailor’s Life (London and New York, 1909), Chapter III.
110 Hooker, Of the Lawes of Ecclesiasticall Politie, Fifth Book, 7.
111 An Inquiry into the Causes of Our Naval Miscarriages, 9. The writer of this satirical pamphlet had a definite axe to grind. He compared the King’s “corrupt” Restoration
navy with that of the Commonwealth. Also note that since the copy that had existed in the
library of the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI) was either stolen or sold in the 1980s,
refer to the copy on microfilm in the British Library, E. 1980 (12).
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were many others who became defiant, cursing and boasting that they
had survived. Early modern English society took curses seriously,
believing that there is great power in words.112 Many considered
such curses as directly offensive to God, since it was only through
His power that such terrifying weather existed, either because He
caused the storm, or because He allowed the devil to affect weather
patterns. Sailors, they argued, mocked the power of the divine. Said
Richard Hooker, they have a way of “turning things that are serious
into mockerie, an arte of Contradiction by way of scorne.”113 One
of the signs of an atheist, according to Thomas Fuller, was that the
atheist scoffed and “made sport at sacred things,” a behavior that
“abates the reverence of religion.”114
Not everyone was convinced that sailors were atheists. Several writers overlooked the crude behavior of crewmen and refused
to equate disorder aboard ship with irreligion. In 1649, in a sermon before “the watry generation” aboard a warship docked at Gravesend, the Reverend Hugh Peters declared, “I love a tarpauling
because they pray so fervently when they are in danger though they
swear as devoutly when a storm’s over; and truly however it appears,
they have the gift of the spirit in them, that they will take so much pains
to pray at all.115

In 1653, Sir Henry More, known as one of the “Cambridge
Platonists,” pointed to the objective heart of the issue. In An Antidote Against Atheisme, More explained that

112 As of yet I have found nothing in the prescriptive literature that equated male seafarer’s cursing with female gender roles, or connected this type of cursing to “the world turned
upside down.” This may be because seafarers seemed to curse out of bravado or possibly
fear, rather than as a weapon meant to insult, or as a “tool of social influence”. See: Laura
Gowing, “Gender and the Language of Insult”; Laura Gowing, Domestic Dangers; David
Underdown, “The Taming of the Scold”; Laura K. Deal, “Widows and Reputation,” 382.
113 Hooker, Lawes of Eclesiasticall Politie, Fifth Book, 6.
114 Fuller, The Holy State, Book V, Chapter 6, 379. Presumably, Fuller meant those who
made sport of the sacred, such as being saved by God from a storm. The proper behavior,
according to contemporaries, would have been to pray rather than to shout and curse defiantly in the face of God’s mercy.
115 Nedham, A Most Pithy Exhortation, 2.
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men doe naturally in some heavy Adversity, mighty Tempest on the Sea
or dreadfull Thunder on the Land . . . reflect upon themselves and their
actions, and so are invaded with fear . . . . Nor is it materiall that some
alledge that Mariners curse and swear the lowdest when the storm is the
greatest, for it is because of the usualness of such dangers have made
them loose the sense of the danger, not the sense of a God.116

Writers like Peters and More, however, were in the minority. Due to the developing narrative, sailors were still believed to
be irreligious, and they would continue to be seen in this regard as
separate from landsmen.117
Linking seamen with narratives about an evil sea may have
been partially responsible for societal attitudes that sometimes dehumanized mariners. Of all the early modern secular depictions
of seamen, perhaps the most meaningful to the process of social
memory were those that compared ship’s crews to wild beasts. At
least partially, these mischaracterizations drew upon stories of inadequate discipline aboard ship, especially on naval vessels.118 Sir
William Monson, a naval admiral who wrote between the 1580s and
the 1630s, described common sailors as “the most rude and savage people in the world.”119 Neither “birds nor horses can shew
more extravagant lewdness, more dissolute wildness, and less fear
of God,” said Monson, than the men who plied the seas.120 The admiral pointed to several factors unique to shipboard culture as the
cause of this unruly behavior. Either the sea itself worked “contrary
effects to the land,” or one could blame the men’s feelings of “lib116 The Cambridge Platonists were divines who commented upon toleration and tried to
apply the ideal to matters of religion. They were considered Orthodox in their leanings,
and indeed More was an outspoken critic of certain Sectarian tenants, however, the Cambridge Platonists tried to apply reason to the religious controversies of the day. More, An
Antidote Against Atheisme, 30.
117 Also my arguments and conclusions in Patarino, “Benefitting from Social Memory.”
118 Previously I argued for a relatively nuanced view of sailors’ behavior aboard ship,
suggesting a significant balance between camaraderie and the need for individuals to defend their place within the ship’s hierarchy. I also argued that by focusing so tightly upon
discipline sailors, as a group, seem more unruly, mutinous, and prone to violence than other
members of English society do. I plan to explore the social relationships aboard ship more
fully in the next phase of my research. My early ideas about discipline as a component of
shipboard culture are found in Patarino, “Living Outside the Ordered Society.”
119 Monson, The Naval Tracts, 436.
120 Monson, The Naval Tracts, 386.
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erty” while ashore after being “penned up in a ship like birds in a
cage.”121 Monson’s comment suggests that the root of the stereotype
may have lain less with ill behavior than with the fact that seamen
were so intimately connected with the restless oceans. In the process of overcoming nature, English people discerned the “fragile
boundaries between man and the animal creation” and defined these
animal qualities as undesirable.122 Terms such as “bestial” or “brute”
became synonymous with the animal condition. “It was even bestial
to go swimming, for . . . it was essentially a non-human method of
progression.”123 People applied bestial labels to both social groups
and environments; it was not long before thinkers delineated both
the “ideal” human and the sub-human. Sailors, essentially living
and working in an alien environment, found themselves targeted for
this type of labeling.124 This link between the bestial sea and bestial
sailors also equated seamen with irreligious behavior. Those seamen who demonstrated negative, animal-like qualities, who aligned
themselves too closely with wild nature, and who misbehaved in
such as way as to reflect these attributes, were obviously irreligious
and had turned away from God. “It is not wonderfull that base desires should so estinguish in men the sense of their owne excellencie,” remarked Richard Hooker, “as to make them willing that their
soules should be like to the soules of beasts.”125
In a few cases, moreover, mariners themselves made use
of the stereotype in order to point to social tensions aboard ship.
During the first recorded court martial on board the Golden Lion
in 1587, the sailors complained that, “you make no men of us but
beasts.”126 A naval grievance report from 1628 exclaimed, “They
say they are used like dogs, forced to keep aboard without being
suffered to come ashore to refresh themselves.”127
121 Monson, The Naval Tracts, 436. While it is true that Monson’s quote singled out
misbehavior on land, the root of their poor conduct lay in conditions aboard ship.
122 Thomas, Man and the Natural World, 26.
123 Thomas, Man and the Natural World, 26, 31, 38-9.
124 People of the lower ranks of society also found themselves labeled as essentially
sub-human, and thus distinct. In England, this meant the “beast-like” poor, “ignorant, irreligious, and squalid in their living conditions.” Thomas, Man and the Natural World, 43.
125 Hooker, Lawes of Ecclesiasticall Polity, Fifth Book, 5.
126 Lloyd, The British Seaman, 12.
127 Lloyd, The British Seaman, 71. Lloyd quoted from Calendar of State Papers Domestic, March 29, 1628.
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While the raging sea was commonly considered a font of evil
and malevolence, and literally a playground for the devil and witches, in both literature and woodcut illustrations, these documents suggest a direct link between the devil, the sea, and sailors’ supposed
irreligious behavior and beliefs. Images such as “the Man in the
Shyppe,” depicting the devil steering a vessel to its doom illustrated
complex stereotypes, an artifact of social memory that branded sailors as essentially separate from landsmen, irreligious and superstitious. The idea of sailors being separate remained as part of English
social memory, for much of the early modern period, based upon
a link to the evil inherent in the erupting waves of the chaotic sea.
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